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The Communication of Influence through Technology-Enabled Media

Jason M. Turner, Ph.D.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2006

Supervisor: Andrew Dillon

Theory and research regarding interpersonal influence and communication media
have conceptualized both in terms of contextual or a priori factors, situated action and
interaction, or behavioral outcomes. Given the primacy of influence in collective action
and the increasingly pervasive role communication technologies play in organizational
settings, the goal of this study was to examine the relationships between influence and
media from all three perspectives.

Perceptions of the context of media use in collaborative settings were described
using self-guided focus groups and survey response data. A series of structured group
experiences was then administered to create a collaborative problem-solving environment
using one of three media capabilities: face-to-face, voice conference, and chat.
Behavioral indices of influence were recorded during the structured group experiences to
explore effects attributable to media. Finally, in-depth perceptual data was collected
through semi-structured interviews to determine how media in use during the structured
group experiences impacted interpersonal influence and the context in which that
influence was expressed.
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Results indicate that common experiences and perceptions of communication
media were situated within a larger context of use, one in which media affect and are
affected by relevant aspects of that context. Ten such contextual factors and the
relationships between them were described and illustrated. Media were not found to
account for any meaningful differences in behavioral indices of influence; the nature of
those indices suggests that informational influence was independent of the medium
through which it was expressed. However, media differences were responsible for
pronounced effects on perceptions of influence when conceptualized beyond behavioral
measures, as well as on perceptions and experiences of various elements of the context of
media use and the environment in which influence was expressed and exchanged.

In general, variations in non-verbal sensory and feedback cues accounted for most
of the perceptual findings. However, the nature of the effects, as well as other factors
unrelated to non-verbal cues, suggested a functional perspective that was more
informative for meaningfully discriminating between media and their effects:
interactivity, social awareness, and propinquity. Practical and theoretical considerations

are discussed in light of the obtained results.
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Chapter I - Introduction

Many studies of so-called “media effects,” the variability of human responses to
messages conveyed over different communication media (channels, methods, or
technologies), agree that technology-enabled communication media can affect the extent
to which individuals engage in communication at all, feel a sense of anonymity or
individuality during interaction with others, focus on task or instrumental aspects of the
communicative environment, exchange negative or uninhibited messages, and temper an
individual’s degree or amount of consensus-seeking behaviors (Hollingshead &
Contractor, 2002). Such effects can manifest themselves behaviorally in any number of
ways; especially in the ways we might communicate with others in order to more
effectively achieve our goals. Such is the focus of the present study—to investigate how
communication technology might affect or alter the ways in which individuals
communicate with each other and perhaps even the environment in which such
communication is rendered.

Of all the potential “types™ or “classes” of communicative behaviors one might
express or experience during the process of interacting with others, those associated with
interpersonal influence are most proximal to goal fulfillment or attainment. Like any
theoretical construct, influence can be operationalized in a number of ways which have
vast epistemological and methodological implications for further study and analysis.
Typically, however, influence is conceived of as an instrumental force or inducement
exchanéed between individuals for the purposes of changing or preserving specific
behavioral or psychological states (Dillard, Anderson, & Knobloch, 2002; Meyers &
Brashers, 1999).



Influence is a fundamental concept to the human experience because humans are
first and foremost social creatures (Dunbar, 1996) possessing needs and desires they wish
to satisfy—needs ranging from existence or basic subsistence and protection to self-
actualization, growth and relatedness with others—yet are unable to fulfill on their own
(Alderfer, 1972). Humans therefore turn to the communicative process to orchestrate and
organize the efforts and resources of others to assist in the fulfillment of those various
needs (Athay & Darley, 1985, p. 231).

In fact, it is the inherent “other dependency” of human action and existence that
necessarily generates communication and information exchange between individuals
(Athay & Darley, 1985; Dillard et al., 2002; Kellerman, 1992). Therefore, the
communication of influence, how influence is symbolically represented and exchanged
between individuals, can be construed as one of the most basic and fundamental concerns
of human activity. Of course, some communicative behaviors may be expressed for
reasons not maximally, or at least explicitly, tied to influence or need fulfillment.
However, few behavioral activities seem as directly linked to the notion of influence as
communication (Cartwright, 1959b), and recent scholarly reviews (Dillard et al.; Meyers
& Brashers, 1999) concerning interpersonal influence suggest that influence itself is

typically conceptualized and studied in decidedly verbal (or symbolic) terms.

A. GROUNDING THE RESEARCH FOCUS

Organizational, social, information, and communication scholars and scientists
share a great deal of practical interest in the matter of interpersonal influence. For
example, consider the various ways in which the processes of influence play out in
modern organizations. Some managers or executives likely use directive, pressure, and
even coercive tactics to secure the compliance or agreement of others. Others may use

“softer” tactics to influence others, perhaps participatory management, flattery, or
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ingratiation. Still others may adhere to a purely transactional mentality—stressing the
importance of the exchange relationships inherent in work and compensation, the details
of which the organizational members have mutually agreed. Finally, it is likely at least
some of the influence processes enacted in modern organizations rely on rational, fact-
based exchanges between individuals. Obviously, the range of potential actions and
responses reach far beyond the few examples given here.

However, consider what an organization might look like if only one type of
influence process was routinely employed between individuals. What sort of workforce
might be attracted or retained if those seeking to influence others only used coercion or
pressure tactics? How might organizational effectiveness be improved if only certain
forms of influence were employed during those times when they were particularly
appropriate to the situation? Finally, consider the notion of leadership absent from the
consideration of influence over others—the concept itself becomes virtually meaningless,
or at least practically useless, without some consideration of the means by which a leader
actually leads, guides, or influences follower behaviors! Indeed, how one exerts influence
over others can have a dramatic impact on personal or individual effectiveness (Kipnis &
Schmidt, 1988) as well as the structure, culture, and success of the organization and
organizational relationships (Cable & Judge, 2003).

Given the further potential for media effects to moderate human influence
behaviors and communication, imagine how modern organizations might better employ
their communicative resources—or individuals craft their messaging strategies to
influence the actions of today’s collocated and dispersed workforces—if they better
understood how certain types of electronic communication systems were more conducive *
to (or naturally employed) certain forms of influence messages and communication and

not others. Might executive travel demands be lessened if people knew that a video- or
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telephone-conference could support an environment suitable for the same degree of buy-
in they were seeking during face-to-face influence attempts? Conversely, could the
interpersonal context of a face-to-face meeting be more appropriate for other kinds of
influence attempts and necessitate even more face-to-face communication (Trevino, Daft
& Lengel, 1990, p. 72)? Given the degree to which modern businesses and organizations
depend on electronic communication systems to coordinate internal and external
information flow, the importance of examining how technology-mediated communication

media might impact the processes of influence become resoundingly clear.
B. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

However, the complexity of human thought, cognition, and social behavior means
that the process or processes of influence most likely play out in a number of different
ways, through verbal or non-verbal behaviors, through action or inaction, with intended
or unintended consequences, and for a variety of goals or purposes. Amidst these many

possibilities, two overarching questions bounded the present investigation:
1) How does communication technology affect or change the nature of
symbolic, communicative behavior aimed at influencing others?
2) How does communication technology affect or change the communicative

context in which influence messages are produced and exchanged?

This study specifically addresses the interplay between technology and the overt,
symbolic behaviors and communicated messages commonly associated with the concept
of interpersonal influence. This is not to say that non-verbal or non-symbolic factors are
unimportant to a discussion to influence (see Ketrow, 1999, for a review of many such
issues), only that symbolic messages and verbal behaviors are conceived of as more

closely aligned with the symbolic and behavioral definition of influence (as it has been
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commonly conceptualized in the literature). Therefore, influence messages were treated
as the behavioral outcome of interest or communicative “unit of analysis.”

Yet it is also clear that human behavior is not likely to occur in a vacuum.
Specifically, Blumer’s (1969) symbolic interactionist theory posits that individual
behavior and interpersonal communication are shaped by the procedural, technological,
and organizational capabilities at hand; for the purposes of this analysis, these factors
were referred to as elements of the communicative context. Even more importantly,
Blumer, and those sharing his socially constructed view of human experience, believe
that our behaviors and communicative activities are shaped by the shared meaning of
various concepts and constructs as produced and reproduced via the action and
interaction between individuals. Therefore, this study also embraced the notion of
influence in terms of the context for interaction, as well as part and parcel of the
interactions themselves.

Along with a methodological focus on influence in terms of the communicative
context, action and interaction, and behavioral outcomes, these three organizing
principles were used to guide the selection and analysis of existing and representative

literatures as shown in Table 1.

| Communicative Context ‘ Action and Interaction 1 Behavioral Outcome
‘ | Constituted/constitutive | ‘

Social Power .
perspectives on power

Influence messages

Majority and minority Network position and
influence centrality

Table 1. Analytical Framework for Presentation of Influence Literatures



These categories were not meant to be exhaustive or mutually exclusive. For example,
network position and centrality might reasonably provide a context for the
communication of influence as well as a generative mechanism for influence based on the
actions of, and interaction between, members of a given network. Such overlaps throw
into relief the complex and interdependent nature of the communicative context and
interpersonal action and interaction with the exchange of communicative messages of

influence.



Chapter II - Existing Literature and Background for Inquiry

A. COMMUNICATIVE CONTEXT

1. Social Power

Social interaction is an inescapable fact of life—as are the various acts and
practices of communication between and amongst members of social groups (Gouran,
1999, p. 3). Yet, of all the issues concerning group communication, few issues illuminate
how individual members figure into group and social activity more than power and
influence (Poole, 1999, p. 40). Moreover, the processes of power and influence can form
the basis of problems encountered by individuals at every level of organizing, from
group, to community, to society and beyond (Bruins, 1999). However, as the passages
above illustrate, the individual concepts of power and influence are often uttered in the
same breath within the research literature and are, as subjects of study in their own rights,
inextricably related regardless of how artfully or explicitly the definitions are articulated
(Cartwright, 1959a, p. 186).

Social power, or the potential to exert influence over others, stems from one’s
control over resources that another needs or desires (Kipnis, 1976 & 1990; Pfeffer, 1981).
Furthermore, the degree or strength of that influence potential is determined by how
dependent one person is on the other for satisfaction of those needs or desires (Emerson,
1962, p. 32). Such resource-dependency theories provide a picture of power relations that
have relatively little to do with individual abilities or attributes. As Pfeffer notes,
“Although individual skills and strategies can certainly affect the amount of power and
the effectiveness with which it is used, power is first and foremost a structural

phenomenon, and should be understood as such” (p. x). Thus, these power structures and



dependency relations define the degree or amount of influence one actor might come to
exercise over another prior to any particular influence episode or exchange of influence
messages.

A framework for understanding distinct bases of social power was described in
French and Raven’s (1959) study of the same name. These included the now relatively
ubiquitous notions of coercive, reward, legitimate, expert, and referent power. Each of
these types of social power describes a different dependency or resource-based
relationship that is qualitatively different from the others, but it also introduces the notion
that certain individual or socially constructed aspects of the interpersonal relationship
may play out in power relations. In particular, coercive and reward power referred to an
individual’s ability to create or bestow positive and negative outcomes on others;
legitimate power referred to beliefs that another has the legitimate right to exert influence
while the individual has an obligation to accept that influence; referent power depended
on a degree of affinity or identification; expert power concerned one’s possession of
superior knowledge or experience. Raven (1965) would later go on to add informational
power to these antecedent conditions of social power, a form concerned not with the
characteristics or traits of one person versus another within a particular context, but with
the perceived relevance and validity of the information communicated from one person to
another. In contrast to expert power, derived from the target’s attribution of expert
knowledge to another, informational power is rooted in the actual content of the
messages communicated between others.

Assuming power stems from resource control, we should expect to find evidence
of influence messages—the behavioral outcome and unit of study for this investigation—
concerning individual or collective understanding of the possession or distribution of

those resources, or of various expressions of needs, desires, or negotiations for resources.
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Such messages would pertain almost exclusively to the exercise of pre-existing power
structures and relationships, rationalizing and justifying decisions that are largely the
result of those a priori conditions (Pfeffer, 1981, p. 184). Similarly, someone attempting
to exercise a particular base of social power might communicate messages of influence
by referencing that power base such as a veiled or direct threat signaling coercive power,
or a show of skill or prowess to attempt influence through expert power means. An
exchange involving messages high in informational power essentially taps the
persuasiveness of the information itself. In this situation, influence messages
communicated between individuals exert their force or inducement independently of the
power bases possessed by the initiators or receivers of the message (Raven, 1965).
Unfortunately, theories of power articulated in terms of antecedent conditions
(like those described above) privilege such issues as resource control or structural
constraints above communication as constitutive of social power (Mumby, 2001).
Therefore, in all but the simplest exchanges—ones in which the initiator attempts to
influence another by directly referencing the elements of the resource-dependency
relationship, or explicitly articulating some aspect of a particular social power base—one
might be hard pressed to determine the “experienced nature” of influence messages
beyond the literal meanings of the symbols exchanged between actors. For example, even
a simple message such as “Will you please research this material for me?” may be
influential in and of itself because of the way it was phrased, because of an affinity
between the sender and receiver, or because of formal power structures that have already
defined the working relationship between the sender and receiver. Thus, the degree to
which issues of social power comprise the communicative context can only be so
informative to an understanding of a particular behavioral outcome or influence message.

As such, identifying the various sources of interpersonal power might provide richness

9



for an understanding of the communicative context; however, it falls somewhat short as a
framework for more completely interpreting the entirety of a symbolic exchange or series

of influence messages.

2. Majority and Minority Influence

The process of majority influence is classically regarded as the conversion or
conformity of one person in accordance with the position or wishes expressed by others
belonging to others comprising a majority (Meyers & Brashers, 1999; Meyers, Brashers
& Hanner, 2000; Mucchi-Faina, Maass & Volpato, 1991). For example, Asch’s (1951)
popularly cited works indicated that people can be pressured into reporting an obviously
incorrect answer regarding a physical stimulus based solely on the majority’s expression
of a divergent viewpoint. The result of this type of influence process, termed
“convergence,” is thought to occur only in the public domain or at the surface level,
whereby overt behaviors suggest compliance even though the target does not actually
internalize the majority position (Moscovici & Lage, 1976). Internalization, the latent or
private agreement of the target with the majority position, is thought to be the result of
processes associated with informational influence, the degree to which one person is
persuaded by the information others provide, rather than their sheer numbers (Meyers &
Brashers, 1999).

Theoretically, both forms of majority influence have been linked to dependencies
between members of the minority and members of the majority (Nemeth & Wachtler,
1983). In particular, the forces of normative or convergent influence are thought to result
from the majority’s control of approval and disapproval; informational influence is tied to
the majority’s control of information about reality (Nemeth & Wachtler, p. 46).
Expressed in these terms, the normative forces of majority influence bear a striking

resemblance to the coercive and reward sources of social power discussed in previous
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sections. Indeed, social approval or disapproval may be construed simply as a resource
needed or desired by the minority and controlled by the majority; thus, the degree to
which majority influence could result in convergence is directly tied to how dependent a
minority member is for social approval (Emerson, 1962). Similarly, the informational
component of majority influence is virtually identical to the notion of informational
power as it is concerned with the persuasiveness of the information itself rather than
having anything to do with characteristics of the actors involved or other contextual
factors.

Because majority control of such “social resources” and informational influence
does not rest with a single individual, studies concerning the forces of majority influence
have yielded some unique insights regarding how such influence is communicated
between individuals, something which the classical approaches to the study of social
power provide primarily through inference. For instance, consistency of communicative
messages is thought to be a key variable in the success of both majority and minority
influence processes—consistency in the expression and presentation of preference or
opinion statements, or consistency in the expressed valence for those preferences and
opinions (Gebhardt & Meyers, 1994; Meyers et al., 2000; Moscovici & Lage, 1976 &
1978). Others have observed that minority members expressing opinions or viewpoints
divergent from the majority are often met with hard or aggressive influence tactics from
the majority members including pressure, derision, or ridicule, especially during the early
stages of the interaction (Nemeth & Wachtler, 1983). However, minority influence has
proven successful for the internalization of divergent viewpoints or opinions, but only
when the arguments and persuasive appeals communicated to others are of high quality
or originality as compared to those rendered from the majority position (Meyers &

Brashers, 1999; Mucchi-Faina et al., 1991). Finally, Meyers et al. (2000) found that
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successful minority subgroups were more likely than majority subgroups to express
agreement or acknowledgement of others during their influence attempts, were more
likely to object or challenge assertions and propositions, and make greater use of
contextual or framing statements to qualify a point of contention, or forestall the
possibility of potential refutation by securing additional a priori agreement or removing
possible objections before they could be aired.

The fact that minority subgroups have been shown to employ significantly
different approaches within a particular influence episode (than those belonging to a
majority subgroup arguing for the same outcome) suggests that the processes of minority
and majority influence may play out through slightly different interpersonal mechanisms.
Perhaps we naturally attend to different communicative or perceptual “rules of play”
when attempting to influence others from a majority versus a minority position?
Regardless of the actual perceptual or social mechanisms at work, it is clear that issues of
majority or minority positioning within the communicative context can play a key role in
shaping communicative behavior aimed at influencing others.

Unfortunately, like the social power perspectives introduced above, studies of
minority and majority infludnce treat the phenomenon as somewhat formulaic; what
remains unclear is how such a priori conditions translate into ongoing action and
interaction. Therefore, two new research streams will be discussed that conceive of
communication as an integral component of action and interaction, borne of human
behavior, but generative of behavior as well. Though influence per se was not commonly
invoked in these particular literatures as the relevant “independent variable,” such
research was concerned with the kinds of issues associated with influence as it might be

conceptually situated in action and interaction.
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B. ACTION AND INTERACTION

1. Power as a Constituted/Constitutive Component of Communication and
Interaction

Power seemed an especially relevant perspective to revisit because it was logical
to conclude that while not every influence message necessarily stems from issues of
power, any exercise or expression of power in symbolic or behavioral terms must, by
definition, involve the communication of influence messages. Cobb (1984) provided such
a departure from antecedent conditions and pre-determined perspectives on power by
proposing episodic model stressing the process and means by which power was
exercised. Cobb’s model suggested that the selection and performance of certain
behaviors in the context of situational constraints—and in light of certain antecedent
conditions—would interact to create unique patterns and structures of power, as well as
recursively influence the antecedent conditions of the original exercise of power itself.
These factors would therefore affect not only how power was exercised in a given
situation, but how it might be exercised in the future. The critical issue was that the
antecedent conditions were no longer the defining dimensions of social power;
communication and social interaction worked together to produce and reproduce power.

One of the more popular and thoroughly articulated theories of such
intersubjective meaning and action (and meaning from action) is Giddens’ (1979 & 1984)
structuration theory (also discussed at length in DeSanctis & Poole, 1994; and Orlikowski
& Robey, 1991). Structuration posits that social interaction and social processes such as
communication and influence are important in both determining group outcomes and in
mediating the effects of any particular aspect of the environmental or interpersonal
structure (including power relationships) in group settings. Essentially, the very meaning

and operation of social power structures are never fixed or invariant, though the group
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may respond to or adapt certain aspects of the existing power structures to its own ends—
much like a recipe for behavior and interaction. However, as individuals engage in
communication and collective action, structures which support or guide human action are
also produced and reproduced from human action.

Unfortunately, some of the difficulties associated with analyzing or even
identifying communicative messages indicative of structurational process are the sheer
number of potential structures and aspects of the interactions to which one must attend.
For example, the factors hypothesized to influence power structures in the context of
action can include characteristics of the group under consideration; the situation, task,
and social context of that group; the individuals’ degree of insight into the structures they
are capable of enacting, using, or changing within a particular context; the distribution of
resources; and the consequences and complexity of the interaction between individuals,
their collective actions, and the environment. Moreover, interpretations and shared
understanding of those factors are likely to exhibit fluidity as the social situations change
in accordance with the situational demands (Orlikowski, 1996).

Herein lies one of the drawbacks of the structurational lens as it relates to a
behavioral outcome—its scope is so broad that it provides a great deal of richness and
understanding about the larger system of relationships and structures against which
individual expressions of influence might play out, but its ability to explain a single
instance of influence behavior is somewhat limited. For example, the basic tenets of
structuration theory suggest that evidence of power structures in action might be found in
discussions or discourses concerning variations in group processes and resources for
which members actually have control or ability to adapt and change. Therefore,
influence messages indicative of power structures in action might explicitly enact those

structures, referencing the rules, resources, social norms, or exchange relationships that
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have the potential to affect or structure communicative interaction and behavior.
However, this is only half the picture as structuration is also a theory of how
communication is constitutive of those structures. Consequently, one may not fully
appreciate how power is communicated between individuals through influence messages
unless the communicative interactions are themselves analyzed, as well as the patterns of
interaction and the larger social context providing the structures and resources from

which individuals draw during their exchanges.

2. Network Position and Centrality

Communication or interpersonal networks are often defined as the patterns of
contact, activity, and communication between individuals. These patterns of activity, and
the mechanisms responsible for their formation, transformation, and decay, help define
modern organizational forms as well as the social landscape of our interpersonal
relationships (Monge & Contractor, 2001). The types of relationship issues commonly
associated with network perspectives concern such factors as closeness between
individuals, prestige of the association, role of the individual within a larger network,
strength of the connection between individuals, direction of the linkage (as related to
structural aspects of the social context), or density of commonly shared network
connections en toto (see Monge & Contractor, 2001, for a summary). However, what is
arguably more important is how these relationships can affect social behavior and
communication.

Indeed, one of the central themes of network research and analysis is that
individual actors are embedded in larger social structures and networks of social
relationships that both constrain and offer opportunities for various forms and enactments
of individual behavior and collective action (Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve & Tsai, 2004;

Marwell, Oliver & Prahl, 1988; Mizruchi & Potts, 1998). For example, Brass and
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Burkhardt (1993) observed that informal network centrality and formalized hierarchical
position tended to exhibit differential effects the kinds of tactics and messages (both
behavioral and symbolic) people used to influence others. However, network-based
sources of influence also appear to result from the patterns of behavior associated with
those network positions (and not just the positions themselves). These types of structures
emerge over time as a result of action and interaction between members of an influence
network until the patterns themselves (though informal) eventually become stable and
persistent enough to constrain individual behaviors (Brass & Burkhardt, p. 444).

Though some literature in the network tradition has indeed tackled the subject of
explicit influence message exchange and symbolic behaviors (e.g. Brass and Burkhardt,
1993), the communication of influence seems a more meaningful concept in terms of the
relationships, exchanges, and connections between actors within the network, rather than
the specific symbolic and communicative behaviors of those actors, or the information
contained within the influence messages. In fact, the notion of a social network analysis
is often articulated in terms of information exchange. Yet, these analyses are not
concerned with information as symbolic communication per se.

Instead, information is conceptualized as a medium of exchange; it can be can be
controlled much like any other resource and follows exchange “routes” through the
network. Within a perspective such as this, those exerting more influence or exhibiting
more effectiveness within the network do so because they are able to broker relationships
that help gain awareness and exposure to existing sources of information, open new
opportunities for exploiting that information, and change the way information flows to
improve information delivery (Haythornthwaite, 1996). However, the specific nature of

the information (if conceived of in terms of the symbolic messages exchanged during
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these network-based transactions) is of little analytic importance—what is crucial is how
and where it flows.

Based on this distinction, it seems clear that a more complete appreciation of how
the process of influence “works”—from a network-centric perspective—should be more
immediately concerned with how people build, leverage, evaluate, conceptualize or
navigate their network relationships and linkages, and less concerned with verbal,
symbolic behaviors which we might identify (from a perspective outside the network) as
interpersonal influence. Stating the matter simply in network terms—influence is an
exchange, not the subject or outcome of an exchange. To address the latter, the following
section reviews relevant literature explicitly concerned with the communication of

influence messages and influence behaviors.
C. BEHAVIORAL OUTCOME: INFLUENCE MESSAGES

Goffman (1955) suggested that people consciously manage the impressions (or
face) they convey during their interactions and communication with others. They also
alter the impressions they present and the strategies they use in creating those images and
faces based on both situational constraints and their desired outcomes. Consequently, it
would seem a daunting task to characterize every type of “face strategy” or “face
behavior” one might use for the purposes of influencing others. Nevertheless, research
aimed at exactly these ends provides valuable insight into the universe of potential
influence message choices and influence-inducing behaviors at our disposal (Dillard et
al., 2002). For the most part, these influence messages are strictly verbal; however, from
time to time, the extant research conceptualizes verbal influence messages as part of a
larger class of “influence behaviors,” all of which are symbolic, but may not necessarily
involve the exchange of verbal messages per se. The following discussion will address

some of these more prominent works within the influence messaging tradition.
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